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Introduction
We humans are continually forming impressions of the people around 
us, especially when among strangers. This is a defense mechanism. We 
need to know what kind of persons we are with. It matters whether the 
person walking toward us is smiling, frowning, acting in a threatening 
manner or extending a helping hand. Does this stranger pose a danger or 
is she offering assistance? Is that man approaching me carrying a weapon? 
We learn from listening to radio or watching television reports how police 
officers establish the identity of an individual suspected of committing 
a crime: how did the suspect behave, how was he dressed, what did she 
say, were other people involved? A common saying is: your actions speak 
louder than your words.  This means our “body language” is carefully 
observed. It has been noted that while we can tell an untruth with our 
words it is impossible to lie with our body language.
The phrase “Christian identity” does not appear in the New Testament, 
but the scriptures contain rich descriptions of what it means “to be in 
Christ,” to produce “fruit of the Spirit,” and have Christ-like character. It is 
worthwhile to reflect on the meaning of “Christian identity” for it reminds 
us that who we are is always on display, often in ways we are not aware of. 
The New Testament sets a clear standard for Christian discipleship. 
Jesus said: “Let your word be ‘Yes, Yes’ or ‘No, No’; anything more than 
this comes from the evil one” (Matthew 5:37). Integrity of character and 
behavior is essential. We take notice if the way persons live is consistent 
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with their claim to be disciples of Jesus Christ. Church history reports 
instances where Christian testimony has been vibrant, attractive, and 
faithful. Sadly, there have been times when Christians have brought 
reproach and shame to the name of our Lord because they lacked integrity, 
behaving in ways contrary to the spirit of Jesus Christ.
The concept of “identity” has been of central importance in modern 
culture. The emergence of “identity” as a key term of modernity signaled 
the shift from the group-centered traditional society to the preoccupation 
with the “self” of modern culture. From a Christian viewpoint, we must 
hold the group and the individual together in a vital tension. There can be 
no “individual” without the group, and there can be no “group” without 
individuals committed to it.
Unlike the human family where a child becomes a member by virtue 
of being born to a mother and a father, the church is made up of people 
who commit themselves to membership in this group, which is called the 
Body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:12̶31). This commitment is the basis of 
Christian identity.
We use the concept of identity in several ways.
1. Identity is comprised of the essential characteristics that define a person. 
We say that every person is unique. No two individuals̶even identical 
twins̶are exactly alike. If this were not true, we would be unable to 
distinguish between persons. To be sure, as members of a particular 
ethnic group, speaking a particular language, and living in a particular 
area, we can describe a person in terms of general characteristics. But 
we must go further and speak about characteristics unique to a person if 
we wish to understand the identity of that person. This recognizes there 
are multiple layers to a person’s identity.
2. Identity is what other people see and experience as they associate with a 
person. One’s true character is always on display through attitudes, 
actions, and speech. Indeed, as already noted, an individual’s “body 
language,” in contrast to one’s words, cannot be falsified.
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3. Identity consists of the values inculcated in the individual by the group. 
Here the focus shifts to the environment or cultural context that has 
shaped the individual. Each of us is the product of a particular family 
system, speaking a particular language, and set within a particular 
community, which is part of a larger geo-political system we call a 
nation. This nation will have cultural values that every member is 
expected to embrace. The “enculturation” process begins with the 
child’s parents but quickly expands to include the extended family, 
local community, and schools. Each generation transmits to the next 
generation basic values that are taught through rituals, the telling of 
myths, participating in festivals, and long educational processes. Here 
we need to add a note. Most modern nations are increasingly multicul-
tural as millions of people have migrated from one region to another. 
The process of integrating immigrants with diverse backgrounds is 
complex and slow. But immigrants will take on new identities as they 
integrate into a new society. And that society is changed by the presence 
of new migrants.
4. Christian identity is formed by learning about and actively participating 
in God’s unfolding narrative, which we also call salvation history. 
Individuals become a part of this narrative when they respond to the 
invitation of the gospel and willingly accept to live as a disciple of Jesus 
Christ and participate in the life of the Body of Christ. Thereafter, 
every other affiliation is secondary. The disciple embraces Jesus Christ 
as Lord. Like the biological family, the church invests great effort in 
teaching each new member what it means to be a responsible and 
fruitful member of the Body. Jesus Christ taught his disciples about the 
Kingdom of God and provided a set of practices that would transform 
their identities into the image of Christ. These practices determine the 
way we act and react. People notice when our behavior is “Christ-like.” 
As the conference theme suggests, disciples become “Little Christs.”
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Christian Identity in Post-Disaster Japan
Our conference theme calls us to reflect on Christian identity in 
relation to “post-disaster Japan.” The choice of theme could be interpreted 
to mean that Christian identity in Japan has changed, as a result of the 
2011Great East Japan Earthquake in important ways, and this conference 
was convened to reflect on these changes. Or, it may mean that since it is 
now five years since the Great Earthquake, you are aware of new oppor-
tunities for Christian witness in Japan should disaster should strike again. 
Whatever the reason for choosing this theme, I believe it is always useful 
to reflect on our identity as Christians in the context of our contemporary 
world. This can become a moment in which you renew your commitment to 
be present, whatever the circumstances, as “Little Christs.”
We begin by considering the meaning of “disaster.” This word 
immediately brings to mind large-scale destruction of life and property, 
such as was suffered in the Great East Japan Earthquake, March 11, 2011, 
when a 9.0 earthquake, thought to be the most powerful in Japan’s history, 
was followed fifty minutes later by a powerful tsunami that seriously 
damaged the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant and caused death and 
widespread destruction. Japan, like California, is located over geological 
fault lines that are especially prone to quakes.
There are multiple sources of disaster. The forces of nature̶
typhoons, hurricanes, earthquakes, volcanoes, drought, forest fires, 
or floods̶ frequently bring death and destruction. But other forms of 
disaster also threaten human life. In spite of the many advances in health 
care as the result of scientific medicine, during the past four decades we 
have witnessed disastrous epidemics caused by dangerous new diseases̶
HIV/Aids, SARS, and Ebola being recent examples. There are human-
initiated disasters. Modern warfare has resulted in the deaths of many 
millions of people in the 20th century, far more casualties than those caused 
by natural disasters. The spirit of militarism is like an aggressive cancer 
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that has metastasized in recent years into terrorism and mass murder 
in public places such as city centers, shopping malls, theaters, trains, 
and airplanes. Modern technology has been harnessed for largescale 
destructive purposes.
We react instinctively with deep concern when we are faced with 
disaster. Such a crisis reminds us how helpless we are when confronted 
by powerful forces. We not only feel impotent when confronted with 
destructive forces, but such catastrophic events inevitably cause the loss of 
human life and property, resulting in heavy financial burdens for which we 
are not prepared. In North America, because of recent large-scale storms 
that have caused heavy damage and property loss along rivers and coast-
lines, insurance companies are no longer willing to insure property against 
flooding in such areas. It is too difficult to calculate the risks of damage 
caused by strong winds and flooding. Of course, insurance companies do 
not operate as charities!
Modern nations are expected to prepare for a range of disasters that 
may strike. U.S. President Jimmy Carter authorized the establishment 
of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) April 1, 1979. 
Carter’s action was criticized by many people as creating another unnec-
essary government bureaucracy. By 2000 some members of Congress were 
calling for the closing of FEMA. On August 29, 2005 the powerful winds 
of Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast, stretching 400 miles from 
Louisiana to Florida. Hundreds of thousands of people along the Coast 
were forced to leave their homes. It is estimated that Hurricane Katrina 
caused $100 billion damage. Over the past ten years the U.S. has suffered 
numerous disasters: forest fires, flooding, drought, hurricanes, and winter 
storms. FEMA is now viewed as an indispensable federal government 
agency.
Seismic engineering was an important development in the 20th 
century. Seismic scientists study all aspects of seismic activity. They 
have developed sophisticated instruments for tracking earthquakes and 
measuring their force. Seismic science has developed sophisticated tools 
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for predicting the likelihood of an earthquake so people can prepare. Scien-
tists have developed new construction codes for bridges and buildings of 
all kinds so structures will better tolerate quakes. Japan has been a leader 
in this field. In the United States many of the seismic research centers are 
located in California, which is especially vulnerable to earthquake activity. 
This large investment in research, combined with government-mandated 
building codes for many kinds of structures, has resulted in buildings that 
are safer because they can sustain the impact of earthquakes. Statistics for 
both Japan and the United States show that these measures have greatly 
improved structures of all kinds. Earthquakes can never be eliminated but 
we have learned how to be better prepared.(1)
Unfortunately, the benefits of these scientific and technological 
advances are not shared equally across the world. The nation of Haiti, 
extremely poor and badly governed for 200 years, is an example of a 
country that has done little to prepare for coping with natural disasters. 
When a powerful quake struck Haiti in 2008, many old and poorly 
constructed public buildings and family dwellings in Port-au-Prince, 
the capital, and the countryside were destroyed. The country suffered 
inestimable damage. Peoples and governments round the world rallied to 
provide support. Although billions of dollars in aid was raised to help with 
reconstruction, the country remains a scene of disaster. Many people are 
still living in make-shift temporary shelters without adequate sanitation, 
safe drinking water, and with limited healthcare. 
The argument I want to make in this paper is that it is possible̶
indeed, imperative̶ that we prepare for disaster. My focus will not be on 
scientific and technological preparation. I have no expertise to contribute 
in those areas. Rather I will address the theological and moral dimensions 
that are essential to Christian preparation. I will begin with a brief summary 
of two historical examples of Christians who were confronted with terrible 
disaster and responded in remarkable ways out of their Christian resources 
that they had been building up over time. We will then turn to the theme of 
practices as the foundation of Christian identity. 
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By definition, a disaster is an event that interrupts ordinary time with 
destructive power. Yet in the midst of crisis these groups demonstrated 
extraordinary compassion for victims of evil. We will pay close attention 
to the ways each group was prepared through learned Christian practices. 
These practices provided the resources needed to face disaster. In this 
sense, a disaster can have positive value. It is as if a disaster suddenly 
sets up a giant mirror that reflects back to us images of ourselves that we 
normally do not see. A disaster quickly reveals the essential character of 
people who are directly affected. In the moment of crisis, when people 
are forced to respond rapidly and spontaneously, their true character and 
identity are revealed. In normal circumstances we take time to weigh the 
course of action we will follow. We calculate our response according to 
what society expects. We ask: What will make a good impression on other 
people? What will earn me recognition in the community? But when a catas-
trophe occurs there is no time for careful calculation. Quick and decisive 
response is required. In a moment a person’s true identity is revealed and a 
powerful witness to the Gospel is given.
I propose to address our theme using the theme of practices that has 
come to be recognized in the past several decades as a fruitful way of 
understanding what is involved in the task of forming Christian character 
and authentic discipleship. Modernity has had a dulling effect on religious 
commitment. It is widely acknowledged that “nominality” has blighted 
the Christian faith for vast numbers of people who remain formally on the 
membership rolls of local congregations but, in fact, are Christian “in name 
only.”(2) The essential question is: How is authentic discipleship nurtured? 
Do our local congregations understand the responsibility they carry in this 
regard?
The first step will be to review two cases that show the power of 
practices that have been carefully cultivated so that a community shaped by 
these practices has been able to meet tragedy with extraordinary courage, 
faithfulness, and compassion.
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Le Chambon
In 1934 the 33-year old André Trocmé became pastor of the Reformed 
Church in the village of Le Chambon.(3) This village is located on a high 
plateau in the mountains in southeastern France, near the border with 
Switzerland. Many of the Protestants in this region were descended from 
the Huguenots, French-speaking people who joined the Protestant Refor-
mation led by John Calvin in the 16th century.
From the 1550s through the 1590s the French Protestants, popularly 
known as Huguenots, were subjected to violent persecution. Finally, in 
1598 King Henry IV of France issued the Edict of Nantes giving limited 
civil rights to the Huguenots. For a time conditions for religious minorities 
improved; but as the religious wars of the 17th century gained momentum 
persecution of the Huguenots grew in intensity. Louis XIV revoked the 
Edict of Nantes in 1685. French Protestants then faced essentially three 
options: 1) convert to Catholicism, 2) take up arms against the Roman 
Catholic Church, as the state church, or 3) go into exile in neighboring 
countries that were more tolerant. The Hugenot community was fractured 
as members chose among these three possibilities. This official sanction of 
Protestants lasted until the French Revolution in 1789. French Protestants 
who survived into the 18th century were primarily those who lived on the 
margins of society. The people of Le Chambon were descended from these 
Huguenots, as was Pastor Trocmé himself.
André Trocmé had been deeply af fected by World War 1. As a 
teenager he was too young to be conscripted for military service, but his 
family lived near the boundary between Belgium and France where some 
of the worst fighting took place. He saw the horrors of war firsthand. 
This experience convinced him that he could never participate in military 
service.
Without knowing what lay ahead, from the beginning of his pastoral 
service in Le Chambon the summer of 1934 Trocmé faithfully taught his 
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parishioners the meaning of discipleship. The congregation soon learned 
that two biblical passages were especially important to their pastor: 
the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5, 6, 7) and the story of the Good 
Samaritan (Luke 10:25̶37). The people noticed that their pastor scrupu-
lously practiced the spirituality taught by Jesus. A strong bond between 
pastor and people was forged.
Trocmé was a dynamic pastor. He preached sermons that related to 
the daily life of the congregation. He did not present a precise blueprint 
for conquering evil. Instead he said: “Work and look hard for ways, for 
opportunities to make little moves against destructiveness.”(4) Every person 
can find opportunities to put faith into action. No matter how modest the 
effort, it will contribute to overcoming “evil with good” (Romans 12:21b). 
He organized Bible study groups where lay people discussed the scriptures 
in relation to daily life. Pastor Trocmé regarded the Sermon on the Mount 
as the basic text for forming Christian discipleship. This was the founda-
tional text for his preaching and teaching. Trocmé was deeply devoted to 
Jesus as his Lord and wanted his congregation to discover Jesus in daily 
discipleship.
By 1934 an ominous cloud was forming over Europe. German 
Chancellor Adolf Hitler was aggressively transforming Germany into a 
powerful war machine. He began to expand his control by invading Austria 
and Czechoslovakia, and then pushed on into Poland and then Russia. In 
early 1940 Hitler continued his conquest by bringing France under his 
control and installing French General Petain as his agent. This became 
known as the Vichy Government. The Germans occupied the northern half 
of France and put the Vichy Government in charge of the southern half of 
the country.
Refugees from Central and Eastern Europe soon began arriving by 
bus and train in southern French towns, including Le Chambon. Many of 
these refugees were Jews whom Hitler had made the primary target of his 
regime. He was determined to rid Western Europe of all Jews. Many Jews 
had lived in France for centuries and were fully integrated into French 
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society. But this provided no protection. Every Jew was vulnerable; many 
were arrested and sent to German concentration camps where they were 
killed.
As the occupation began, Trocmé’s first step was to appoint thirteen 
responsables, that is, leaders of the network of small groups in the parish.(5) 
This proved to be an inspired decision. Trocmé met with this leadership 
group every two weeks. They would discuss a designated passage of 
scripture they had been meditating on during the previous two weeks. 
Trocmé stimulated their thinking so they were prepared to take this 
teaching to the small groups under their care during the coming week. 
This proved to be an invaluable unifying practice.
From the beginning of the occupation André Trocmé refused to 
cooperate with the government. In August 1942 the Prefect, that is, the 
head of the district government, confronted Trocmé for his stance of 
non-cooperation and the way he was influencing his people to adopt the 
same attitude. The official warned: “In a few days my people will come 
to examine the Jews living in Le Chambon.” Trocmé retorted: “We do 
not know what a Jew is. We know only men.”(6) The following February 
Trocmé, Edouard Theis, associate pastor, and the school headmaster, 
Roger Darcissac, were arrested and imprisoned. To their surprise and 
without explanation, they were released after a month; but Trocmé realized 
he was now under close surveillance and decided he must go underground 
in order to continue leading Le Chambon’s resistance. His congregation 
stood firmly with him in their commitment to make Le Chambon a “city of 
refuge” (Deuteronomy 19:1̶13). They were determined that “no innocent 
blood” would be shed in their village.(7)
Trocmé and Theis repeatedly risked their own lives to help the 
refugees fleeing mortal danger. The entire Le Chambon congregation and 
other local villagers formed a network. Every day refugees would arrive 
on the 1 p.m. train, hoping to find refuge. The people of Le Chambon 
would take them into their homes. Subsequently, many of the refugees 
were helped to make their way across the mountains to safe haven in 
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Switzerland. Others were hidden by local people in Le Chambon until the 
war ended in 1945.
It was as if Trocmé had transformed the village into a well-rehearsed 
symphony orchestra. Every person knew the instrument they were to 
play and all members of the “orchestra” had profound confidence in their 
conductor who had rehearsed them well for this heroic performance. As 
a result, several thousand Jewish men, women, and children were helped 
to escape to Switzerland. Others were safely hidden in Le Chambon until 
war’s end.
In recognition of Trocmé’s extraordinary leadership in mobilizing 
his people to oppose the Nazi terror, Israel’s Holocaust Memorial Center, 
Yad Vashem, posthumously awarded him its Medal of Righteous among 
the Nations in 1972. The certificate accompanying the medal described 
Trocmé as one “who at the peril of his life saved Jews during the epoch of 
extermination.”(8)
Nickel Mines School
The October 3, 2006 New York Times front-page headline read: Man 
shoots 11, killing five girls, in Amish school. This news was reported 
by television, radio, and social media round the world. People everywhere 
were stunned.
On October 2, Charles Carl Roberts IV entered the small Amish 
schoolhouse, near Nickel Mines in rural Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. 
After ordering all the boys to leave the schoolroom, he barricaded the door 
and then shortly after 11 a.m. shot ten girls, ages 6̶13 years, killing five 
and wounding the others. He then committed suicide. Within hours this 
horrific news had spread worldwide.
Even today, after nearly a decade, no one can explain what happened 
to “Charlie” Roberts that caused him to commit this unthinkable crime. 
He lived in the community and had cordial relations with many Amish. He 
had a family of three young children. The Amish are a deeply religious and 
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peaceful people who declare their faith by the way they live. Why would 
anyone attack innocent children in such a community? The questions 
remain unanswered.
What captured the attention of the world̶apart from this being a 
senseless tragedy̶was the quick response of the Amish families whose 
young daughters had been killed in expressing concern for the killer’s 
family.(9) Within several hours members of the Amish community began 
reaching out to the Roberts family. The Amish expressed forgiveness 
toward the killer. They knew Charlie Roberts as a neighbor and friend. It 
was generally agreed that such a terrible action could only be explained 
as the result of a serious mental breakdown. They extended sympathy 
and friendship to the widow and her children, as well as to the parents 
and parents-in-law. The Roberts family was shocked and horrified by what 
had happened. They valued their Amish neighbors and enjoyed cordial 
relations. More than forty Amish attended the funeral for Charlie Roberts. 
Many Amish contributed to the special fund established to provide financial 
support for Mrs. Roberts and her children.
People continue to ask: how is it possible that this Amish community 
responded without hesitation to the Rober ts family in a spirit of 
forgiveness, compassion and friendship? The question can be answer 
quite simply: the Amish have been practicing or preparing for more than 
three centuries how to respond to such an event. The foundation of Amish 
spirituality is the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:9̶13) set within the Sermon on 
the Mount. “If the Gospel of Matthew serves as the root system for Amish 
forgiveness, the Lord’s Prayer is the taproot.”(10) Amish families pray the 
Lord’s Prayer each morning before they begin the day’s work and each 
night before sleeping. This is the first scripture taught to a child so that by 
the age of five years the child can recite the “Lord’s Prayer” in German and 
English. The theme of gelassenheit (German), or submission to God’s will, is 
a constant theme in Amish life.(11) Praying the Lord’s Prayer several times 
each day reinforces this attitude: “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those 
who sin against us” (Matt. 6:12). No one is without sin; all must constantly 
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pray for God’s grace. 
Reflections on Le Chambon and Nickel Mines
These two cases have several characteristics in common. (1) Both 
the Le Chambon Reformed congregation and the Nickel Mines Amish 
community were shaped over time by continual focus on the Scriptures, 
especially the Sermon on the Mount, and the Lord’s Prayer. (2) The words 
and example of Jesus were emphasized as the standard by which Christian 
discipleship is measured. And (3) the challenge of Jesus to his disciples to 
imitate him, including his refusal to use violence against another person, 
even at the risk of his own life, was accepted as an essential part of loyalty 
to Jesus Christ as Lord.
While both of these cases involved the responses of Christian groups 
to catastrophic violence, we observe that it was the practices of discipleship 
that prepared them to face disaster when it came. 
The Legacy of Modernity
The Enlightenment was a profound intellectual revolution in Europe 
that started in the 17th century. It marked a fundamental break with the 
traditional worldview that looked to the past for validation. Peter Gay 
begins the last volume of his major study of the Enlightenment with this 
observation: “[E]ducated Europeans awoke to a new sense of life. They 
experienced an expansive sense of power over nature and themselves: 
the pitiless cycles of epidemics, famines, risky life and early death, 
devastating war and uneasy peace.” (12) This revolution was expressed 
most directly in modern epistemology that promised revolutionary new 
knowledge that would free humankind from an oppressive traditionalism. 
In Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity,(13) Stephen Toulmin 
considers the far-reaching impact of this paradigm change. A trained 
scientist and philosopher, Toulmin traces the emergence of Enlightenment 
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epistemology that was driven by a “missionary” zeal to root out and replace 
traditional epistemologies. Enlightenment philosophers regarded previous 
epistemologies as “traditional” and, therefore, anachronistic. These were 
criticized as being based on a static view of reality that was validated by 
appealing to tradition. By contrast the modern worldview was defined by 
four globally valid characteristics: rationality, universality, the autonomous 
or reflexive self, and science as the arbiter of all knowledge. Modernity’s goal 
was to get rid of traditional epistemologies and replace them with this new 
epistemology based on the four characteristics mentioned above. The goal 
of uniting humankind with a common worldview was compelling. But it was 
utopian.
To achieve this goal modernity set out to decontextualize knowledge. 
This requiredthat all aspects of historical-cultural influences that did not 
meet scientific standards had to be discarded. Only empirical facts that 
could be tested in the laboratory and examined by scientific methods could 
be considered factual knowledge. This erected a wall between fact and 
value. “Fact” was scientific knowledge that was objective and value-free. 
“Values” were subjective and unverifiable. Modernity prized scientific 
knowledge but regarded values as of no use. Religion was considered a 
form of superstition that had no place in public life. Modernity insisted 
that public discourse ought to be limited to scientific rationality; values, 
including religious convictions, were a private matter, tolerated but not 
respected.
The Enlightenment proved to be a powerful movement that had 
worldwide impact. Its influence has been described as both extensive, i.e., 
universal, and intensive, symbolized by the microscope and the laboratory. 
Every field of knowledge, including theology and biblical studies, was 
expected to conform to “scientific” standards if it was to achieve academic 
respectability. By the mid-20th century the flaw of this worldview began 
to be recognized. Stephen Toulmin and Thomas S. Kuhn, author of The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions,(14) are representative of those intel-
lectuals who led the way in calling for a post-modern epistemology. It is 
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beyond the scope of our purpose here to analyze this shift in a compre-
hensive way. One example must suffice to show the impact of this reaction 
in the field of theological studies.
As the foregoing discussion shows, the Enlightenment goal of getting 
rid of context has proved to be misguided. Knowledge that is not grounded 
in human contexts becomes sterile. Modernity was enormously successful 
in developing science and technology. Today we cannot imagine life 
without the fruits of science in many areas of life. But modernity failed in 
the social sciences and humanities by insisting that scientific rationality 
was self-sufficient and competent in all areas. Human reality is too rich 
and complex to be contained by what Max Weber called the “iron cage” of 
modernity. The great strength of science is its ability continually to solve 
problems. But science has no answer to the ultimate question: what is the 
purpose of human life?
In his first annual report as director of the Theological Education Fund 
in 1972, Taiwanese theologian and church leader Shoki Coe introduced the 
term “contextualization” into the vocabulary of theological discourse.(15) 
This change in terminology was the fruit of two decades of search by Coe 
for a fresh and more effective way of describing what the goal of evange-
lization ought to be: the gospel must be made accessible in the “heart 
language” of every hearer so it engages the hearer’s life context. The good 
news of salvation in Jesus Christ should be presented in such a way that 
people hear God speaking to them without a foreign “accent.” Coe was well 
aware of the struggle that had emerged around 1850 on the part of the 
cross-cultural missionary movement to develop “indigenous churches.” By 
any measure the goal of indigenization had not been successfully achieved. 
Coe himself had served as principal of Tainan Theological College in 
Taiwan, 1948̶1965. He observed that his college was preparing men and 
women to serve as pastors using a British syllabus geared to churches in 
Great Britain, not Taiwan. He knew that this pattern pervaded theological 
education in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This was deeply troubling and 
Coe was convinced this had to be changed. Contextualization had to begin 
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with the theological training of pastors to serve their cultural context, not 
a foreign one. The TEF took the lead in promoting contextualization as the 
basis for renewing theological education.
When Coe unveiled the concept of contextualization, he emphasized 
that his goal was not to discard indigenization. Rather, his intention was 
to preserve all that indigenization theory proposed to do but go beyond it. 
There can be no true contextualization if the process is not led by people 
who are indigenous to the culture and speak the language(s) of the culture 
without a foreign accent. The missionary or other outside agent can play an 
important role helping to stimulate and support the process, but authentic 
contextualization takes place when the initiative is in indigenous hands and 
uses indigenous materials. It is worth noting that the Bible societies have 
changed their policy. Since 1990 virtually all Bible translation is being done 
by native speakers, not by foreigners who have learned the vernacular as a 
second language.
What is remarkable is the way “contextualization” was rapidly and 
widely embraced. Over the past forty years it has found its way into works 
on theology, biblical studies, history, sociology, anthropology and other 
fields. The stranglehold of modernity has been broken. It has been increas-
ingly recognized that the “universals” that inspired modernity can only 
exist in tension with the “particularities” of human experience in its great 
variety the world over. These developments have led to the emergence of 
another theme. We turn now to a consideration of discipleship expressed 
through “practices,” a concept that has been used by a growing number 
of theologians to move theological thought beyond the modern emphasis 
on the rational and cognitive dimension. The Bible is essentially a grand 
narrative of Yhwh’s yearning for a people who will worship Yhwh as 
Creator, Redeemer, and Reigning Lord over the universe.
The Body of Christ in the World
In his seminal discussion of the nature and mission of the church, The 
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Household of God, Lesslie Newbigin observed: 
It is surely a fact of inexhaustible significance that what our Lord 
left behind Him was not a book, nor a creed, nor a system of 
thought, nor a rule of life, but a visible community . . . He committed 
the entire work of salvation to that community . . . It was not a 
community gathered round an idea, so that the idea was primary 
and the community secondary. It was a community called together 
by the deliberate choice of the Lord Himself, and re-created in Him 
. . . and is seeking . . . to make explicit who He is and what He has 
done. The actual community is primary; the understanding of what 
it is comes second.(16)
Newbigin insisted that we set aside our usual ways of describing the 
church in terms of functions and ministries, focusing instead on the 
essential purpose that Jesus Christ had in mind for the church. Jesus called 
the church into existence to be the Body of Christ in the world. Across 
the ages through the work of the Holy Spirit, Jesus has continued to call 
out and set apart this group of people as a living testimony, so that “the 
world may believe that you have sent me” (John 17:21b). In other words, 
the church has a continuing mission to the world. In every generation 
Christians must critically examine and evaluate their discipleship practices 
in relation to this essential calling to witness to God’s salvific action. Later 
Newbigin would refer to the church as the “hermeneutic of the gospel.” 
The watching world is largely ignorant of the gospel. What the world sees 
enacted in daily life by Christian disciples can be a powerful clue to “the 
power that is at work” in their lives (Ephesians 3:20).
Glen Stassen begins his challenging work, A Thicker Jesus, with a 
study of the way secular modernity has contributed to a “thinning” of 
theological and ethical thinking.(17) This is another way of describing 
the impact of the “de-contextualization” process noted above. The rapid 
pace of modern life and frequent changes in location that modern people 
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experience have contributed to the loss of personal relationships and a 
sense of place. A parallel development is that we no longer appreciate 
the indispensable role that biblical narrative plays in providing a “thick” 
description of Jesus and his intense interactions with the people around 
him. The subtitle of Stassen’s book indicates its central theme: Incarna-
tional Discipleship in a Secular Age. He observes, “It is insufficient only to 
affirm the fact of the incarnation. . . It insists that we also pay attention to 
what the incarnate Jesus Christ did and said, how he accepted responsi-
bility with compassion toward others, performed particular deeds of deliv-
erance, taught particular ways of faithfulness, and confronted injustice of 
the political authorities in Jerusalem in fulfillment of the prophetic tradition 
of Israel.”(18) When we attempt to think theologically and ethically without 
testing our ideas against lived experience, we are forced to fall back on an 
abstract intellectual framework detached from life.
The disciples at Le Chambon and Nickel Mines powerfully demon-
strated the “incarnational discipleship” Stassen advocates. They were well 
practiced in following Jesus. Discipleship was woven into the fabric of their 
lives. Theirs was a practiced faith. When crisis came they were prepared. 
By studying the “thick descriptions” of people who staked their lives on 
certain convictions and values we discover the bedrock of faith. Such 
people did not depend on abstract concepts; they were guided by deep faith 
and strong commitment to the reign of God.
What we have called “nominal” or “passive” Christianity must be 
distinguished from committed discipleship that is marked by the presence 
of Christian virtue ethics. Christian virtue ethics are acquired through 
practices that are essential for three reasons. First, the practices of the 
church, when carried out effectively, engage the grace of God. In other 
words, God’s grace is mediated to us through these practices. Second, the 
church that is alive in the Holy Spirit embodies and impacts the lives of 
others through these practices. Third, these practices have been tested 
by a long history. The life of the Christian community is shaped by the 
practice of these Christian virtue ethics and these practices become the 
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means of blessing the lives of others in the community. In other words, the 
church ought to witness and serve out of a living tradition.(19)
Theory of Practices
At the risk of being misunderstood, I have chosen to include in this 
paper a discussion of the “theory of practices.” What is meant by “theory of 
practices?” The word “theory” is used in everyday conversation in several 
ways: (1) it is conjecture or speculation about what is not known; (2) theory 
is a hypothesis or proposition that is to be tested; or (3) a theory may be 
a set of assumptions used to explain “cause and effect.” The most famous 
theory in modern history is Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity. He 
defined “theory” to be an idea used to explain something or a set of guiding 
principles.
I believe it is important to speak about “theory of practices” because 
we become faithful disciples of Jesus Christ by practicing the virtues he 
taught his disciples. When the rich young man asked Jesus how he might 
obtain “eternal life,” Jesus replied in terms of “practices” (Matthew 19:16̶
22). The young man had a theory of these practices prescribed by Jewish 
law, which might be called “legal” rules. He believed these practices had 
power in and of themselves. By faithfully following these rules, he would 
earn merit. Apparently, this man was dissatisfied. He said he was observing 
all the rules and yet he was not satisfied. Something seemed to be lacking. 
Jesus immediately senses the man’s problem. He challenges this legalistic 
view by calling for a theory that interprets these practices as expressions 
of Godly virtue. In other words, the Ten Commandments God gave Moses 
become effective only when they point beyond obeying the commandment 
as an end in itself. Jesus challenged this “rich young man” to entrust 
himself wholly to God who is the true source of love, compassion, integrity, 
and faithfulness.(20)
Following World War 2 several biblical scholars addressed the theme 
of the “principalities and powers.” This resulted in the recovery of an 
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indispensable strand in Paul’s writings in the New Testament.(21) Modern 
scholars had treated this theme as myth. But the violence and destruction 
of two world wars during the first half of the twentieth century had exposed 
the powerful evil forces at work in the world. The main observations 
reached by these scholars may be summarized in three points: (1) the 
powers are created by God, (2) but because the powers have rebelled 
against God they are fallen and sinful, yet (3) the powers can be redeemed. 
We live in the period when the fallen powers continue to exert influence in 
all areas of human life. Evil is present everywhere; and injustice oppresses 
the weak, poor, and marginal. These powers are at work in individuals as 
well as institutions, including governments and corporations. Nonetheless, 
Paul instructed the Christian community that “governing authorities” are 
established by God to hold these powers in check and maintain at least 
some order (Romans 13:1̶8). J.W. McClendon observed: “The princi-
palities and powers are none other than the social structures we may also 
identify as . . . practices.”(22)
Practice theory is not to be confused with modern social theory, one 
branch of which adheres to an economic model and the other employs 
the sociological model. Ryan Bolger notes that “Practice theory . . . sees 
social order stemming from shared knowledge that ascribes ‘meaning to 
the world.’”(23) Practices are the “bundles of routinized human activities 
(doings and sayings) infused and bound by shared, often implicit, practical 
understanding: embodied skills, knowledge, know-how, presuppositions, 
background knowledge, emotions, and intention.”(24) Every culture operates 
with these multiple practices. Each practice must be sustained by the social 
structures, i.e., the powers. These powers and practices are inseparable.
In the Gospels the mission of Jesus is carried out as a contest with 
the religious and political leaders̶ those who control the main systems of 
power and engage in practices that oppress the people. This same theme 
shows up repeatedly in the Epistles. For example, Paul writes to the Colos-
sians: “[Christ] disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public 
example of them, triumphing over them in it” (2:15). The disciples are 
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called to participate in this struggle with the powers: contesting injustice, 
challenging prejudicial social patterns, liberating those enslaved by 
demonic power, proclaiming hope to those who have lost all hope, binding 
up the wounds of those who have suffered disaster, providing shelter for 
those whose houses have been destroyed by earthquake and tsunami, and 
announcing God’s messianic reign on behalf of all peoples.
A Practices Curriculum
A curriculum is a plan for a course of study. To be ef fective a 
curriculum must have a clear goal reflected in the expected learning 
outcomes. It will indicate what will serve as the primary textbook and 
secondary resources that will be helpful to the student. A course of study 
will be made up of a series of themes or topics that will be covered. Finally, 
it will specify the “homework” the student is required to complete in order 
to master the course material. This may call for many hours of practice 
if the student is trying to master a musical instrument, or carrying out 
laboratory experiments, if the course is chemistry, or doing extensive 
reading for a course in history. 
An important development in Christian ethics since the 1970s has 
been the formulation of “character ethics.” The modern emphasis on 
radical individualism has eroded our understanding of how character is 
formed. To counteract this destructive trend, Stassen and Gushee identify 
three steps that must be taken: (1) Recognize that “specific practices form 
character. (2) Emphasize the “virtues̶ the marks of good character.” And, 
(3) character can only be shaped in community.(25)
Jesus is often cited as a master teacher. Indeed, much that is recorded 
in the Gospels shows Jesus in a teaching role. The Gospel of Matthew 
is recognized as being specially designed as a teaching resource for the 
church. Church historians have pointed out that the Sermon on the Mount 
served as the catechism for people seeking baptism in the early church. 
As the church became settled and established after the 4th century, this 
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practice was lost. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer used Matthew’s Gospel as the framework for 
his classic, The Cost of Discipleship.(26) Let us recall that Bonhoeffer had 
become deeply disillusioned with the German Protestant State Church 
in the 1930s, which was made up of millions of nominal members who 
meekly accepted Adolf Hitler’s profoundly anti-Christian ideology. The 
Cost of Discipleship is a witness against false religion and a textbook for 
training Christian disciples. In Part 1, Grace and Discipleship, Bonhoeffer 
introduces five themes that he will develop throughout the rest of the book. 
Part 2 consists of eight chapters in which he exposits Matthew 5̶7, the 
Sermon on the Mount, as the essential curriculum for teaching discipleship 
practices. Bonhoeffer devotes Parts 3 and 4 to the tasks of witnessing and 
serving that the disciples will carry out in their corporate life.
The Gospel of Matthew announces forcefully and succinctly the 
animating vision of the ministry of Jesus: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
has come” (Matthew 4:17). The long-awaited Messiah had indeed come to 
inaugurate the reign of God. A new stage in salvation history had begun. 
It is important that we place the Sermon on the Mount in its historical-
religious context.
Jesus’ first action was to select twelve men who would spend the next 
three years constantly with him as disciples. He then began itinerating 
throughout Galilee “proclaiming the good news of the kingdom” (4:23b) 
and performing actions that demonstrated God’s liberating power. Word 
quickly spread throughout the whole of Palestine that an extraordinary 
prophet had emerged in Galilee. People from Jerusalem, Judea, and the 
region east of the Jordan River flocked to Galilee to see and hear him.
In the midst of this mass response, Jesus retreated with his disciples 
to a place where he could instruct them about the reign of God. It was 
evident that the crowds did not understand his message and ministry. The 
“kingdom of God” did not seem to relate to their desperate dissatisfaction 
with the oppressive Roman rule they experienced daily. But the people 
were impressed by the healings and exorcisms Jesus performed. They 
75Preparing for Disaster
were attracted by his compassion for the poor and oppressed. Even his 
disciples were unable to explain Jesus’ mission. Yet it was essential that 
they understand what Jesus meant when he proclaimed the inauguration 
of a new order in which God was ruler. Shortly, Jesus would send out the 
disciples in teams to participate in evangelizing the masses (Matthew 10:1̶
15). 
In the 20th century the Beatitudes were generally dismissed by liberal 
Christians as ethical ideals that could not be reached. And conservative 
Christians were inclined to treat the Beatitudes as future goals, which 
were not authoritative for the present age. To both groups the Sermon 
on the Mount was an inconvenient teaching, and both responses were 
wrong. Jesus did not call his disciples to live the virtues set forth in the 
Sermon on the Mount by their own wisdom and effort. Neither did Jesus 
tell the disciples this was a teaching for a future time when the “messiness” 
of the world would be ended by God’s judgment. The Beatitudes are an 
expression of God’s grace rather than law. 
Luke’s Gospel reports that when Jesus began his public ministry, he 
went to the synagogue in Nazareth and read Isaiah 61:1̶2, thereby identi-
fying himself with this messianic promise. Recent scholarship has shown 
the vital parallel between Isaiah 61:1̶11 and Matthew 5:3̶12. In the spirit 
of Isaiah 61, Jesus called his disciples to rejoice in the deliverance God 
promised to those who trust in God’s providential care. Based on careful 
textual analysis, the Beatitudes can be re-stated in eight “nutshells.”(27)
● Blessed are the humble before God, who cares for the poor and the 
humble.
● Blessed are those who mourn what is wrong and unjust and sincerely 
repent, for God comforts those who suffer and those who truly repent.
● Blessed are those who are surrendered to God, who is the God of 
peace.
● Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for a justice that delivers and 
restores to covenant community, for God is a God who brings such 
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justice.
● Blessed are those who, like God, of fer compassion in action, 
forgiveness, healing, aid and covenant steadfastness to those in need.
● Blessed are those who give their whole self over to God, who is the 
only One worthy of the heart’s full devotion.
● Blessed are those who make peace with their enemies, as God shows 
love to God’s enemies.
● Blessed are those who suffer because of their practices of loyalty to 
Jesus and the righteousness/justice of God’s reign.
Jesus calls his disciples to practice, that is, to live these eight Beatitudes. 
These are immediately followed in Matthew 5:21̶6:21 by what have been 
called “transforming initiatives.” (28) In this section Jesus instructed his 
disciples how they were to respond to ethical challenges from a “kingdom,” 
rather than “traditional legal” perspective. “You have heard that it was 
said. . .but I say. . .” Each traditional response was a way of dodging the 
clear demands of the Law. The practices Jesus sets forth address directly 
human behavior that is familiar to all people: anger, retaliation, enemies, 
divorce, adultery, oath-making, almsgiving, and so forth. The practices 
Jesus introduces are “transforming initiatives” because they shift the focus. 
No longer are we called to fulfill a legal demand but practice a grace-filled 
transformation that actualizes the Beatitudes in daily life.
In the last part of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 7:12̶27, Jesus 
reviews what he has been teaching and states again that discipleship means 
putting into practice what he has taught his disciples. “Everyone then who 
hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like the wise man who 
built his house on rock” (7:24). The fruits of obedience are abundantly 
evident in righteous living and behaving. Failure to follow Jesus’ instruc-
tions will end in futility.
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Conclusion
Matthew’s Gospel is an account of the way Jesus inaugurated the 
reign of God and continued demonstrating and teaching the implications 
of the message of the Kingdom. The Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1̶12) are a 
concise summary of that message. This was the spirituality Jesus offered 
to the crowds who listened to him preach and teach. It is appropriate that 
the Gospel of Matthew ends with the phrase: “teaching them to obey 
everything that I have commanded you” (28:20a). The Kingdom of God 
is not an idea; it is a movement led by Jesus the Messiah. He invited̶
and continues to invite̶his disciples: “follow me” (4:19) in practicing 
Christ-like discipleship. This is the equipping that will prepare us to “be as 
Christ” whenever disaster strikes.
Notes
(1) While this paper was being written, a report appeared about the work of Dr. 
Sang-Ho Yun, NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California, who 
is developing new technology to identify and assess the damage done by an 
earthquake. A satellite, the COSMO-SkyMed, equipped with synthetic-aperture 
radar, was used to photograph the area in Central Nepal devastated by a 7.8 earth-
quake, April 15, 2015. Because the earth’s surface has already been mapped by a 
“synthetic-aperture radar” from a satellite, the survey conducted four days after 
the tremor could be compared to the earlier images, thus enabling the location 
and amount of damage to be assessed. It is anticipated this technology can soon 
be used to accurately locate and assess the areas affected immediately following 
impact, enabling rescue and relief operations to respond more efficiently (The 
Economist, Nov. 14, 2015, 54̶55).
(2) Eddie Gibbs, In Name Only: Tackling the Problem of Nominal Christianity. 
Wheaton, IL: BridgePoint, 1994.
(3) Philip Hallie, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed. New York: Harper Perennial, 1979; rev. 
ed.1994. This is a compelling account of André Trocmé’s witness and ministry. Also 
78
available in Japanese: Tsuminakimono no Chi wo Nagasunakare: Le Chambon mura 
no dekigoto. Trans. by Toshiko Ishida. Tokyo: Shinchi-shobo, 1986. Pp. 350.
(4) Ibid., 85.
(5) Ibid., 172̶73; David P. Gushee, The Righteous Gentiles of the Holocaust: A Christian 
Interpretation. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1994, 145̶46.
(6) Hallie, 103.
(7) Gushee, 146.
(8) Hallie, 280.
(9) Donald B. Kraybill, Steven M. Nolt, and David L. Weaver-Zercher. Amish Grace: 
How Forgiveness Transcended Tragedy. San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2007.
(10) Ibid., 91.
(11) Ibid., 100̶03.
(12) Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation. Vol. 2: The Science of Freedom. 
London: Wildwood House, 1973, 3.
(13) New York: Free Press, 1990.
(14) Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970, 2nd ed.
(15) “In Search of Renewal in Theological Education,” Theological Education 9 (1973): 
233̶43.
(16) New York: Friendship Press, U.S. ed., 1954, 20.
(17) Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2012.
(18) Ibid., 45.
(19) Jonathan R. Wilson, Gospel Virtues: Practicing Faith, Hope and Love in Uncertain 
Times. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1998, 44̶45.
(20) See, Isaiah 64:6 where the prophet denounces the false piety practiced by Israel: 
“We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a 
filthy cloth.”
(21) J.H. Yoder, The Politics of Jesus. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994, rev. ed., chap. 
8, surveys and summarizes this scholarship.
(22) J.W. McClendon, Systematic Theology: Ethics. Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1984, 173.
(23) Ryan K. Bolger, Jesus for and Against Modernity: Practice-Redemption as Missio-
logical Response to the Rules of the Modern Powers. Pasadena, CA: PhD dissertation, 
Fuller Theological Seminary, 2003.
(24) Ibid., 12.
(25) Glen H. Stassen and David P. Gushee, Kingdom Ethics. Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 2003, 56̶57.
(26) The Cost of Discipleship. Trans. R.H. Fuller. London: Macmillan Paperbacks ed., 
1963. Translated from German 1937 ed.
(27) Stassen and Gushee, 33̶37. See, especially, Table 2.1: The Beatitudes echo Isaiah 
61, 35.
79Preparing for Disaster
(28) See, Glen H. Stassen, “The Fourteen Triads of the Sermon on the Mount,” Journal 
of Biblical Literature 122 (2003): 267̶308.
